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COPs: Wheredoes
hope go from here?

Corporate
accountability may
hold thelast credible
lever for climate
action

SAJANP K

hehighdramaatCOP30

hadadisappointingly fa-

miliar denouement: an
unpromising resolution that
once again shied away from
oil and gas. Had meaningful
action followed COP28’s call
to transition away from fossil
fuels, Belem would not have
been all about them. COPs no
longer inspire hope.

The 1992 Earth Summit in
Rio De Janeiro laid the foun-
dationfor UNFCCCtohelpsta-
bilise greenhouse gas concen-
trations before theyballooned
into the existential threat they
are today. The discussions
based on intergenerational
justice agreed that develop-
mental goalsof one generation
should not compromise the
ability of future generations to
meet theirs. Its humanitarian
wisdom should have moder-
ated extractive industries and
petrostates. Instead, today’s
youth have been let down by
the ‘adults’ in policymaking,
prompting Greta Thunbergto
askwhytheyshouldstudyfora
futureno oneiswillingtosave.

-Trade has long impaired
climate negotiations. Ironi-
cally, both the UNFCCC and
the World Trade Organisa-
tion (WTO) came into being
in 1994—pursuing parallel
paths like estranged twins.
Trade agreements became
binding; climate commitments
remained voluntary and un-
enforceable. Sustainable de-
velopment was subordinated
to the interests of capitalism,
which drove government pol-
icy with scant regard for the
ecological damage globalised
tradeleaves behind.

TheStern Review described
climate change as the “wid-
est-ranging market failure
ever.” A free-market economy
driving trade through globali-
sation has reasons to resist
decarbonisation. The fossil
fuel industry’s contribution to
GDP gives it immense clout.
Many other industries run
on fossil fuels and resist any-
thing that might undermine
profitability. For energy tran-
sitionto happen, governments
mustshoulder the initial costs
and ensure localisation of re-
sources to generate jobs and
regional economic growth.
But WTO rules disallow such
regulations. This was evident
in Ontario, Canada, which
was compelled to dismantle
its policy provisions protecting
local suppliers and labour in
its green energy plan—kﬂhpg
what could have been a pio-
neering model for decentral-
ised energy transition.

The interpenetration of the
fossil fuel industryand climate
negotiations was stealthy un-
til its stunning appearance in
Dubai, where the chief of Abu
Dhabi National Oil Company
presided over COP28. It be-
came fashionable to showcase
renewable subsidiaries of oil
giants as a commitment to
transition while keeping their

coreintact. ABrown University
report released at COP30 de-
tailsnewobstruction tacticsled
by the fossil fuel lobby—fram-
ing climate risksas distantand
exaggerated while overselling
unproven technologies, It re-
vealed that 25% of the COP30
participants were aligned with
fossil fuel interests,

_ Adistorted view of climate
justice has also contributed to
the COP impasses. Debated
extensively since the Earth
Summit, climate justice ar-
guesthatthe onusof reducing
emissions cannot be shared
equally by those who contrib-
uted to it the most and those
who suffer the most. It is now
interpreted differently: the
developed world, having pros:!
pered through dirty energy,
cannotimperil the developing
nations’progress. Meantorig-
inallyasarationale for climate
finance, it has been distorted.
We are unable to see either
the scientific limits of global
emissions or the imperative of
combining theenergyneeds of
developing countries with the
economic incentives of clean
energy. The Global South,
including India, argues for a
continued licence to emit. Pet-
rostates have appropriated
this narrative, turning it into
an emotive issue around the
developmental aspirations of
the developing nations. The
idea of climate justice as ener-
gy transition financed by the
developed nations for equity
for therest of the world stands
inverted to mean the right of
petrostates to expand their
fossil fuel ambitions.

If COPs continue to fail, is
there a way out? Where gov-
ernments have made little
headway, is there a business
case for corporate climate ac-
tion? It may sound counter-in-
tuitive when fossil fuel giants
contribute 75% of emissions
(Scope 1). But the remaining
25%—Scope 2 (purchased
electricity) and Scope 3 (sup-
plychainanddownstreamuse)
emissions—offershope. These
represent major energy de-
mands from other industries,
many of which also make up
thebulkofthe energy demand
of the fossil fuel industry but
have committed tocarbonneu-
trality by 2050. If they honour
this commitment and remain
opentopublicscrutiny, jtcould
be transformative,

It makes husiness sense,
Corporatefinancesarealready
hit by heat stress on data cen-
tres, rising capital costs, and
frequent supply chain dis-
ruptions. A World Economic
Forum report estimates cli-
mate-related lossessince 2000
at $3.6 trillion. A climate-se-
cure future is essential for the
survival of businesses, besides
opening new opportunities
through green transition.
Consumers, governments,
andcivil society will allneed to
ensure corporateaccountabil-
ityin decarbonisation. Having
exhausted all our energy on
the elusive COP promise, this
pathwayisworth engaging,
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